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(57) ABSTRACT

The invention facilitates remote management of a computer
via a network. Remote computer management in which com-
munication between a managed computer and a remote com-
puter management server is initiated by the managed com-
puter is implemented so that the communication is formatted
in accordance with a network communications protocol that
can be used to format communication that is allowed to pass
through a firewall and/or gateway that mediates communica-
tion with the managed computer.
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1
REMOTE COMPUTER MANAGEMENT
USING NETWORK COMMUNICATIONS
PROTOCOL THAT ENABLES
COMMUNICATION THROUGH A FIREWALL
AND/OR GATEWAY

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

The instant application is a continuation of and claims
priority from U.S. patent application Ser. No. 13/439,644,
filed Apr. 4, 2012, entitled REMOTE COMPUTER MAN-
AGEMENT USING NETWORK COMMUNICATIONS
PROTOCOL THAT ENABLES COMMUNICATION
THROUGH A FIREWALL AND/OR GATEWAY, now
United States Issued U.S. Pat. No. 8,645,520, issued on Feb.
4, 2014, which is a continuation of U.S. patent application
Ser. No. 10/883,639, filed Jun. 30, 2004, entitled REMOTE
COMPUTER MANAGEMENT USING NETWORK COM-
MUNICATIONS PROTOCOL THAT ENABLES COMMU-
NICATION THROUGH A FIREWALL AND/OR GATE-
WAY, now United States Issued U.S. Pat. No. 8,161,162,
issued on Apr. 17,2012, the entire contents of each are incor-
porated by reference herein.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

This invention relates to remote management of a com-
puter via a network.

2. Related Art

The use of a computer typically entails some management
of'the operation of, and activities engaged in by, the computer.
For organizations that make use of many computers, manage-
ment of those computers can be an especially burdensome
task; such organizations often have one or more people who
are specifically responsible for the management of the
organization=s computers. Management of a computer can
entail any of a large variety of activities, as well known to
those skilled in that art. Computer management can include,
for example, one or more of the following: taking inventory of
the hardware comprising a computer and/or the software
installed on a computer; installation, configuration and/or
updating of software on a computer; establishing and updat-
ing security parameters (e.g., passwords, access permissions)
on a computer; deploying and installing system patches on a
computer; monitoring usage of computer resources and/or
computer operation; identifying and tracking problems with
computer operation; producing an alert when a problem with
computer operation occurs; controlling one or more aspects
of the operation of a computer; and providing assistance to a
user in effecting desired operation of a computer.

A computer to be managed may not be at the same location
as the person who must do the management. This may be
often be true, for example, for organizations with computers
operating at different locations: there may not be a person at
each such location with the skills and/or knowledge required
to manage the computer(s) at that location. Thus, in the past,
when it has been necessary or desirable to engage in manage-
ment of computer(s) at a particular location, it has sometimes
been necessary for a person with the requisite skills and/or
knowledge to travel to that location. As can readily be appre-
ciated, this may be undesirable for a variety of reasons, e.g., it
may be inconvenient and/or too costly to travel to the location,
it may be discovered after arriving at the location that tools
and/or information necessary to manage a computer are not
present at that location, etc. With the advent and increasing
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presence of computer networks, tools have been developed to
enable remote management of a computer via a computer
network, i.e., management of a computer located at one site of
a computer network using a computer located at another site
of the computer network.

Computers that can be connected to a network may have
software installed thereon that controls access to the network
by the computer and from the network to the computer. For
example, a firewall can be useful in inhibiting unwanted
access to or from the computer via the network. A gateway
can also be useful in inhibiting unwanted access to or from the
computer via the network and can additionally perform net-
work address translation (NAT) that is used to direct network
communication to an appropriate computer when multiple
computers share a single network address. However, the pres-
ence of a firewall and/or gateway can also prevent remote
management of a computer by stopping incoming instruc-
tions and/or data used to effect the remote management. As a
result of greater concern regarding the security of computers
that can be connected to a network (in particular, public
networks such as the Internet), the use of firewalls and/or
gateways has become common and is increasing, thus signifi-
cantly inhibiting the usefulness of existing systems for
remote computer management.

A proxy server can be present at a computer network site to
mediate and control access to the network by computer(s) at
that site. (Typically, a proxy server is used at a computer
network site at which multiple computers—often, a very
large number, such as 50 or 100 or more—access the network
via the site, such as is the case with a large organization that
has many computers accessing a computer network via a
much smaller number of network sites, though this need not
necessarily be the case.) All network communication from
computer(s) at a network site at which a proxy server is
present must be directed to the proxy server, which then
decides whether the communication can pass through to the
network. A proxy server can be used, for example, when it is
desired to impose more—or simply different—control over
access to a computer network than is provided by a firewall
and/or gateway. When a proxy server is present at a computer
network site, a (prospective) remotely managed computer at
that site cannot directly communicate with a computer at
another site of the network (i.e., attempt to communicate via
the communication port assigned for communication with the
computer at the other site) that is seeking to effect particular
management action(s) with respect to the remotely managed
computer, since all communication from the remotely man-
aged computer must be routed to the communication port
assigned for communication with the proxy server. Thus, the
presence of a proxy server at a computer network site can
prevent or inhibit management of computer(s) at that site by
a system for remote computer management.

A computer at a computer network site may also be con-
nected to one or more other devices present at that site, such
as a switch, router, peripheral device (such as, for example, a
printer, scanner, keyboard or display monitor) or another
computer. It may be desirable to manage a device connected
to a remote computer in addition to, or instead of, managing
the computer. However, unless such device is accessible
directly via the network (which is often not the case), existing
systems for remote computer management do not enable this
capability.

It can be desirable to update software used to implement (in
whole or in part) a system for remote computer management
after the software is installed and operating, e.g., to add new
functionality to the remote computer management system.
This can be done, for example, by uninstalling an existing
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version of the software and installing a new version of the
software, or by installing an update to the existing version of
the software. However, these approaches will disrupt opera-
tion of the remote computer management system, other
operation of computer(s) on which the remote computer man-
agement system is implemented, and/or activities of users of
the computer(s) on which the remote computer management
system is implemented. These approaches may also experi-
ence error during the installation process, producing even
more disruption or, in the worst case, precluding update of the
software. Further, since these approaches are necessarily dis-
ruptive to some degree, they are typically only used to provide
updates that make substantial changes (e.g., add substantial
new functionality) to an existing version of the software, thus
reducing the flexibility (e.g., the granularity) with which the
software can be updated. Finally, these approaches can cause
the instructions and/or data comprising the software to
require an undesirably large amount of storage capacity.
Another approach to updating software used to implement a
remote computer management system is to provide one or
more new stand-alone executable files that can be accessed by
the remote computer management software to make use of the
functionality produced by those executable file(s). However,
when the new executable file(s) first attempt to operate, secu-
rity software (which is frequently operating on computer(s)
used to implement the remote file management system) may
identify this as an attempt to begin operation of a new process
that has not previously been authorized, and either stop the
operation or present a user interface (e.g., dialog box) that
requires instruction (often from a user who may not have the
requisite knowledge to respond appropriately) as to whether
the operation should be allowed to continue, in either case
disrupting operation of the remote computer management
system.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The invention facilitates remote management of a com-
puter via a network. A computer at one site of a computer
network is used by a remote administrator to request perfor-
mance of management action(s) regarding a specified com-
puter (the amanaged computer@) and/or other device located
at another site of the network. The request is transmitted to a
remote computer management server that is typically located
at still another site of the computer network that is different
from the other two network sites. The remote computer man-
agement server communicates with the managed computer to
effect the requested management action(s) and, as appropri-
ate, reports the result(s) to the computer being used by the
remote administrator. The invention encompasses several
aspects of implementing such a remote computer manage-
ment system that facilitate the remote management of a com-
puter.

In one embodiment of the invention, remote management
of'a managed computer is facilitated by 1) initiating, from the
managed computer, communication between the managed
computer and a remote computer management server via a
network, the communication including querying (if the com-
munication between the managed computer and the remote
computer management server is successfully initiated) the
remote computer management server regarding whether a
management action is to be performed on the managed com-
puter, wherein the communication is formatted in accordance
with a network communications protocol that can be used to
format communication that is allowed to pass through a fire-
wall and/or gateway that mediates communication with the
managed computer; ii) receiving a response from the remote
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computer management server indicating whether a manage-
ment action is to be performed on the managed computer and,
if so, what operation or operations are to be performed by the
managed computer to effect performance of the management
action; iii) effecting performance by the managed computer
of the operation or operations that effect performance of a
management action; and iv) communicating to the remote
computer management server a result or results of the perfor-
mance by the managed computer of an operation or opera-
tions that effect performance of a management action.

In another embodiment of the invention, remote manage-
ment of a managed computer at a first site of a computer
network is facilitated by 1) detecting the presence of a proxy
server at the first site of the computer network; and ii) initi-
ating, from the managed computer, communication via the
computer network between the managed computer and a
remote computer management server at a second site of the
computer network, the communication including querying (if
the communication between the managed computer and the
remote computer management server is initiated) the remote
computer management server regarding whether a manage-
ment action is to be performed on the managed computer,
wherein communication from the managed computer to the
remote computer management server is routed to a commu-
nication port assigned for communication with the proxy
server, with instructions to then send the communication to
the remote computer management server.

In yet another embodiment of the invention, remote com-
puter management is performed by 1) receiving at a managed
computer a request from a remote computer management
server to perform a management action regarding a device
connected to the managed computer; ii) communicating
between the managed computer and the device connected to
the managed computer to effect performance of an operation
or operations that effect performance of the management
action regarding the device connected to the managed com-
puter; and iii) communicating from the managed computer to
the remote computer management server a result of the per-
formance of the management action regarding the device
connected to the managed computer.

In still another embodiment of the invention, remote man-
agement of a managed computer is facilitated by 1) instruc-
tions and/or data for effecting performance by the managed
computer of an operation or operations that effect perfor-
mance of a management action, wherein the instructions and/
or data for effecting performance of an operation or opera-
tions can make use of a set of instructions and/or data
included in a dynamically loaded library (or other set of
instructions and/or data that will not be identified as a new
executing process on the managed computer) to effect per-
formance of an operation or operations; ii) receiving at the
managed computer from a remote computer management
server via a network a dynamically loaded library that
includes one or more sets of instructions and/or data that can
be used to effect performance of an operation or operations to
produce an operation or operations not previously enabled;
and iii) receiving at the managed computer a request via the
network from the remote computer management server to
effect performance of an operation or operations that effect
performance of a management action, wherein the manage-
ment action requires an operation that is produced by using a
set of instructions and/or data from the received dynamically
loaded library.

In another embodiment of the invention, remote manage-
ment of a managed computer is facilitated by i) effecting
performance by the managed computer of an operation or
operations that effect performance of a management action,
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wherein effecting performance of an operation or operations
can effect performance of one or more primitive functions
from a set of primitive functions including one or more of the
following primitive functions: Get value for script variable,
Added printers to audit, Get File in multiple blocks, Enumer-
ate registry subkeys, Enumerate registry values, Enumerate
directory listing, Incremental audit, Execute application and
return output; and Extend audit to include file types in addi-
tion to .exe; and iii) communicating from the managed com-
puter to a remote computer management server via a network
a result of the performance of the management action.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a diagram of an embodiment of a network in
which remote computer management according to the inven-
tion can be used, illustrating various capabilities of the inven-
tion.

FIG. 2 is a diagram of another embodiment of a network in
which remote computer management according to the inven-
tion can be used, illustrating another capability of the inven-
tion.

FIG. 3 is a diagram of another embodiment of a network in
which remote computer management according to the inven-
tion can be used, illustrating another capability of the inven-
tion.

FIG. 4 is a flow chart of a method in accordance with the
invention for providing secure and authenticated communi-
cation between agent software operating on a managed com-
puter and a remote computer management server.

FIG. 5 is a diagram of another embodiment of a network in
which remote computer management according to the inven-
tion can be used, illustrating another embodiment of remote
computer management in accordance with the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

The invention facilitates remote management of a com-
puter via a network. A computer at one site of a computer
network is used by a remote administrator to request perfor-
mance of management action(s) regarding a specified com-
puter (the amanaged computer@) and/or other device located
at another site of the network. The request is transmitted to a
remote computer management server that is typically located
at still another site of the computer network that is different
from the other two network sites. The remote computer man-
agement server communicates with the managed computer to
effect the requested management action(s) and, as appropri-
ate, reports the result(s) to the computer being used by the
remote administrator. As described in detail below, the inven-
tion encompasses several aspects of implementing such a
remote computer management system that facilitate the
remote management of a computer.

According to one aspect of the invention, remote computer
management in which communication between a managed
computer (i.e., a computer that is to be remotely managed)
and a remote computer management server (i.e., a computer
that communicates with the managed computer to effect
requested management action(s)) is initiated by the managed
computer is implemented so that the communication is for-
matted in accordance with a network communications proto-
col that can be used to format communication that is allowed
to pass through a firewall and/or gateway that mediates com-
munication with the managed computer. According to
another aspect of the invention, remote computer manage-
ment in which communication between a managed computer
and a remote computer management server is initiated by the
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managed computer is implemented so that the presence of a
proxy server at the site at which the managed computer is
located can be detected, and communication from the man-
aged computer to the remote computer management server is
routed to a communication port assigned for communication
with the proxy server, with instructions to then send the
communication to the remote computer management server.
According to yet another aspect of the invention, remote
management of a device connected to a managed computer
can be effected by using the managed computer as a proxy for
conducting a management action regarding the connected
device on behalf of a remote computer management server.
According to still another aspect of the invention, remote
computer management capability can be updated by provid-
ing to a managed computer, for use by software operating on
the managed computer to effect management actions, a
dynamically loaded library (or other set of instructions and/or
data that will not be identified as a new executing process on
the managed computer) that includes functionality not previ-
ously enabled by the software operating on the managed
computer. According to another aspect of the invention,
remote computer management capability can be expanded
beyond that previously available through the addition of one
or more new primitive functions that can be performed on a
managed computer. An embodiment of the invention can be
implemented to include one or any combination (including
all) of the aspects of the invention described above. Further,
an embodiment of the invention can be implemented as a
method in accordance with the description of the invention
herein, a system or apparatus for performing such a method,
or a computer program including instructions and/or data for
performing such a method.

Herein, “computer” can refer to any device having compu-
tational capability sufficient to accomplish relevant functions
of the invention and the capacity for communication with
other such devices via a network of which the devices are part.
As used herein, a “computer” can be embodied by, for
example, a desktop computer, server computer, portable com-
puter (e.g., notebook computer, personal digital assistant),
cellular phone, a router or a network-ready asmart@ appli-
ance. The invention can be implemented with computers
operating in accordance with any operating system, e.g., a
Windows operating system, a Unix operating system, a
Maclntosh operating system.

Management of a computer can include any of a variety of
tasks (often referred to herein as amanagement actions@).
For example, as discussed above, management of a computer
can include one or more of the following: taking inventory of
the hardware comprising a computer and/or the software
installed on a computer; installation, configuration and/or
updating of software on a computer; establishing and updat-
ing security parameters (e.g., passwords, access permissions)
on a computer; deploying and installing system patches on a
computer; monitoring usage of computer resources and/or
computer operation; identifying and tracking problems with
computer operation; producing an alert when a problem with
computer operation occurs; controlling one or more aspects
of the operation of a computer; and providing assistance to a
user in effecting desired operation of a computer. Each of
these management actions can be accomplished by perform-
ing one or more operations on the managed computer, such
as, for example, manipulating the file system on the managed
computer, starting/stopping/monitoring any process (e.g.,
system services, application programs) operating on the man-
aged computer, reading/writing/editing the registry of the
managed computer, and/or remotely controlling devices such
as a screen and/or keyboard of the managed computer.
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The invention can be implemented to enable remote com-
puter management via any of a variety of computer networks.
In particular, the invention can be implemented to enable
remote computer management via any computer network that
makes use ofa TCP/IP protocol (including protocols based on
TCP/IP protocol, such HTTP, HTTPS and FTP) to effect
communication via the network. For example, the invention
can advantageously be implemented to enable remote com-
puter management via the Internet. The invention can also be
implemented to enable remote computer management via any
other public computer network, as well as via a private com-
puter network, such as an intranet for a corporation or other
organization.

The invention facilitates remote computer management. In
particular, a computer (for convenience, sometimes referred
to herein as a Aremote administrator computer(@) that is used
by a remote administrator to request performance of manage-
ment action(s) regarding a managed computer is remote from
the managed computer. Herein, two computers are aremote(@
from each other if the two computers are located at different
sites of a computer network of which the two computers are
part. A acomputer network site(@ is a group of one or more
computers that share a single network address. (There may
also be other devices present at a computer network site.) Two
computer sites can be located at the same or different geo-
graphic locations. It is anticipated that the invention will
typically be implemented for use in situations in which the
remote administrator computer and the managed computer
are at network sites that not readily accessible to each other,
such as locations separated by a large distance (e.g., several or
many miles). The remote computer management server may
ormay not be remote from the remote administrator computer
or the managed computer (though it must be remote from at
least one).

FIG. 1 is a diagram of an embodiment of a network in
which remote computer management according to the inven-
tion can be used, illustrating various capabilities of the inven-
tion. In FIG. 1, computers at various sites are connected to the
Internet. A remote computer management server operates at
site 101. A remote administrator uses a computer at site 102 to
effect management of one or more remote computers by
communicating request(s) for management action(s) to the
remote computer management server. (In general, the inven-
tion can be used to enable management of any number of
computers.) A computer at site 103 is connected to the Inter-
net through a firewall which controls access to the Internet by
the computer. Multiple computers at site 104 are connected to
the Internet through a gateway and a firewall. In response to
request(s) from the remote administrator, the remote com-
puter management server can communicate one or more com-
mands to the computers at sites 103 and/or 104 to cause those
computers to perform one or more operations that effect
management action(s) requested by the remote administrator.
In particular, as explained in more detail below, the invention
can enable the remote administrator to manage the computers
at site 103 and 104, notwithstanding the presence of a firewall
at both sites and a gateway at site 104.

Each managed computer has installed thereon one or more
computer programs (for convenience, referred to herein as
aagent software(@) including instructions and/or data that can
be used in effecting requested management of the managed
computer. In particular, the agent software can receive com-
mands from a remote computer management server, perform
operations on the managed computer (or, in some embodi-
ments of the invention, on device(s) connected to the man-
aged computer) in accordance with the received commands,
and, as appropriate, report the results of the operations to the
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remote computer management server. The agent software can
advantageously be implemented so that operation of the agent
software doesn’t affect other operation of the managed com-
puter to a significant degree. The agent software can be imple-
mented to perform only basic operations (e.g., the primitive
functions discussed below) that require little processing or
data storage capacity of the managed computer. For example,
the agent software can be implemented by computer
program(s) that require only several hundred kilobytes of data
storage. Additionally, the agent software can advantageously
be installed on a managed computer as a system service, thus
affording the agent software the same rights and privileges as
the operating system of the managed computer. This status
can be useful in facilitating execution of the primitive func-
tions discussed below because it enables the primitive func-
tions to be executed by the managed computer without need
for user logon or other user intervention. This status can also
be useful in facilitating update of the agent software in accor-
dance with an aspect of the invention described below (i.e., by
using a dynamically loaded library). The invention can be
implemented so that an administrator credential is securely
bound to software (which can be encrypted) used to install the
agent software, in order to ensure that the agent software has
adequate usage rights on a managed computer (which may
not otherwise be the case, e.g., if the person doing the instal-
lation does not have administrator rights on the managed
computer) to enable installation of the agent software as a
asystem service@ on the managed computer.

The remote computer management server has installed
thereon one or more computer programs (for convenience,
sometimes referred to herein as aserver software@) including
instructions and/or data that can be used to effect manage-
ment of a computer (or, in some embodiments of the inven-
tion, device(s) connected to the computer) in response to a
request from a remote administrator. In particular, the server
software can receive a request from a remote administrator to
perform a management action on a managed computer (or
connected device), receive a query from agent software
regarding whether a management action is to be performed on
the managed computer (or connected device) on which the
agent software is operating, communicate a command to
agent software to perform a specified operation on the man-
aged computer (or connected device), and receive a response,
as appropriate, from the agent software that indicates a result
produced by performance of an operation on the managed
computer (or connected device). The remote computer man-
agement server can also store data regarding the status and/or
configuration of a managed computer (or connected device).

The invention can be implemented so that, in general, a
remote administrator can use any computer that can be con-
nected to the network to effect remote management of one or
more other computers connected to the network. In that vein
of generality, the invention can be implemented so that no
software particular to the invention need be installed on a
remote administrator computer to enable remote computer
management in accordance with the invention. For example,
when the invention is implemented to enable remote manage-
ment of computers via the Internet, the invention can be
implemented to enable the remote administrator to effect
such management by using a conventional Web browser to
contact the remote computer management server (e.g., access
an appropriate Web site) and communicate requested man-
agement actions.

On a recurring basis, the agent software operating on a
managed computer attempts to initiate communication with
the remote computer management server to query whether
the remote computer management server has any manage-
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ment actions for the agent software to perform. For example,
the invention can be implemented so that the agent software
attempts to initiate communication with the remote computer
management server at regular intervals. It is desirable that the
agent software query relatively frequently whether the remote
computer management server has any management actions
for the agent software to perform so that a remote adminis-
trator won=t possibly have to wait a long time for the result of
a requested management action. The invention can be imple-
mented, for example, so that the agent software attempts to
initiate communication with the remote computer manage-
ment server every n seconds (e.g., every 30 seconds or some
other period of time less than about a minute). The invention
can be implemented so that if the agent software is not suc-
cessful on a first attempt in initiating communication with the
remote computer management server, the agent software tries
again one or more times to initiate such communication. For
example, the invention can be implemented so that the agent
software attempts to initiate communication with the remote
computer management server at regular intervals for a speci-
fied period of time or for a specified number of attempts, e.g.,
attempt to initiate communication every n seconds until m
attempts have been made. If the agent software is successful
in initiating communication with the remote computer man-
agement server, the agent software waits for a response from
the remote computer management server. If the remote com-
puter management server has a management action or actions
for the agent software to perform, then the remote computer
management server will communicate one or more com-
mands to the agent software that effect performance of the
management action(s). If there are no management actions
for the agent software to perform, or if the agent software was
unsuccessful in initiating communication with the remote
computer management server (even after making a specified
number of attempts), then the agent software waits until the
next specified time to attempt again to initiate communication
with the remote computer management server. In this way, the
agent software continually polls the remote computer man-
agement server to identify management actions to be under-
taken by the agent software on the managed computer. The
invention can be implemented so that the particular param-
eters regarding attempts to initiate communication with the
remote computer management server (e.g., the times at which
the agent software attempts to initiate communication with
the remote computer management server; the interval
between, and number of, attempts to initiate communication
with the remote computer management server after an unsuc-
cessful first attempt) can be established by a user of an
embodiment of the invention (e.g., a reseller of software
embodying the invention or an entity that uses the invention to
remotely manage its computers).

It is desirable to make operation of the agent software on
the managed computer as unobtrusive as possible. For
example, as indicated above, the agent software can be imple-
mented as one or more computer programs that require rela-
tively little space to store and relatively little processing
resources to execute. In this vein, the agent software can be
implemented so that, before attempting to initiate communi-
cation with the remote computer management server, the
agent software checks to determine whether a connection to
the network has already been established. If so, then the agent
attempts to initiate communication with the remote computer
management server. If not, the agent software does not
attempt to initiate such communication. Implementing the
agent software in this way can be desirable because it can
prevent disruption of a user of the managed computer who is
working on the managed computer at a time when the man-
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aged computer is not connected to the network by the display
of a dialog box (as is commonly produced on a computer
when attempting to connect to a network) announcing that the
managed computer is attempting to establish a network con-
nection. Such disruption can be particularly bothersome since
the agent software will typically be implemented to attempt to
initiate communication with the remote computer manage-
ment server on a frequent basis (e.g., every 30 seconds or a
minute).

As indicated above, the invention enables a remote admin-
istrator to remotely manage a computer via a network, not-
withstanding the presence of a firewall and/or a gateway that
mediates connection by the managed computer to the net-
work. A firewall or gateway is often configured to prevent
communication that is not in response to an outgoing com-
munication initiated by the computer being protected by the
firewall or gateway. (For convenience, such communication is
sometimes referred to herein as Ainbound communication.@)
However, many firewalls and gateways allow any communi-
cation that is in response to an outgoing communication ini-
tiated by the computer being protected by the firewall or
gateway. (For convenience, such communication is some-
times referred to herein as aoutbound communication.@)
Thus, a system for remote computer management in which
communication with a managed computer is initiated by
another computer on the network will often be prevented
from managing a computer that is protected by a firewall
and/or gateway (and, as discussed above, the number of such
computers is significant and is increasing). A firewall and/or
gateway can be configured to allow such inbound communi-
cation, but doing so reduces the efficacy of the firewall and/or
gateway and is therefore generally undesirable. To address
this problem, the invention can be implemented so that all
communication between the remote computer management
server and the agent software is initiated by the agent soft-
ware, as described above, i.e., all communication required to
remotely manage a computer is outbound communication
from that computer. Implementing the invention in this way
also enables such communication to traverse a gateway that
performs NAT, since the gateway can store an identification of
the managed computer that initiated communication while
the a communication session is ongoing. The agent software
can be implemented so that the agent software does not accept
inbound communication, thus eliminating the need to config-
ure a firewall or gateway to allow such communication. This
is advantageous since, in many implementations of the inven-
tion, there will be a large number of managed computers that
would otherwise require firewall and/or gateway configura-
tion. Additionally, managed computers are often not operated
by users having the requisite knowledge or inclination to
appropriately configure a firewall and/or gateway; imple-
menting the invention in this way avoids problems associated
with the need for such users to configure a firewall and/or
gateway. The remote computer management server does
accept inbound communication. However, configuring the
firewall and/or gateway of a remote computer management
server to allow inbound communication imposes little bur-
den, since there is only one (or, perhaps, a few) for which the
firewall and/or gateway must be configured, and the remote
computer management server is often a computer that is
operated by, or readily accessible to, user(s) (e.g., information
technology specialists) that are comfortable with appropri-
ately configuring a firewall and/or gateway.

Some firewalls or gateways are more restrictive than
described above: not only do they not allow inbound commu-
nication, they allow outbound communication only if the
communication is formatted in accordance with a particular
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communication protocol that is identified as allowable by the
firewall or gateway. In a further embodiment of the invention,
the agent software communicates using a specified commu-
nication protocol that formats communication in a way that is
expected to be identified as allowable by an adequate number
of firewalls and gateways. In particular, the invention can be
implemented so that the agent software communicates using
a communication protocol that is used for other types of
communication that firewalls and gateways typically allow.
The HTTP and HTTPS protocols are examples of such com-
munication protocols (since these protocols are often used for
communication via the Internet, firewalls and/or gateways are
often configured to allow outbound communication format-
ted in accordance with one of these protocols); the invention
can be implemented so that the agent software communicates
using either of those communication protocols. The invention
can also be implemented so that the agent software commu-
nicates using FTP or and any other protocol based on TCP/IP
protocol. Further, the invention can be implemented so that
when the agent software attempts to initiate communication
with the remote computer management server, a succession
of attempts are made, in each of which the communication is
formatted in accordance with a unique one of a set of different
communication protocols, until one version of the communi-
cation is allowed by the firewall and/or gateway; subsequent
communication is then formatted in accordance with the
communication protocol used for that version of the commu-
nication. As the implementations of firewalls and gateways
evolve in the future, the communication protocols that are
typically allowed by those future firewalls and gateways may
be different from those that are currently commonly allowed;
the invention contemplates the use of such communication
protocols in enabling communication from the agent soft-
ware.

The invention can be implemented so that all communica-
tion between the agent software and the remote computer
management server is routed through a single network com-
munications port. In particular, the invention can be imple-
mented so that all communication between the agent software
and the remote computer management server is routed
through a single network communications port that is known
or likely to already be allowed by many or all firewalls and
gateways for network communications. For example, particu-
lar network communication protocols typically make use of a
particular port for communications in accordance with that
protocol, e.g., SSL. communications typically are routed
through port 443, HTTP communications typically are routed
through port 80. When the invention is implemented to format
communications between the agent software and remote
computer management server in accordance with a particular
communications protocol, as discussed above, routing com-
munication through a single port happens naturally as a con-
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sequence of that formatting. Inthe same vein, when the inven-
tion is implemented so that the agent software successively
tries initiating communication with the remote computer
management server in accordance with different communi-
cation protocols until one works, communication between the
agent software and remote computer management server is
routed through the port that is already otherwise used for
communications in accordance with that protocol. Imple-
menting the invention so that all communication between the
agent software and the remote computer management server
is routed through a single network communications port
reduces or eliminates the likelihood that communications
between the agent software and the remote computer man-
agement server will be blocked by a firewall or gateway.
Further, implementing the invention so that all communica-
tion between the agent software and the remote computer
management server is routed through a single network com-
munications port that is known or likely to already be allowed
by many or all firewalls and gateways for network communi-
cations reduces or eliminates the need to specially configure
a firewall and/or gateway (with attendant reduction in effec-
tiveness) to allow such communication through one or more
ports that would otherwise be used for communication of that
type.

The server software operating on the remote computer
management server is implemented so that the server soft-
ware can break down each management action that can be
requested by a remote administrator into one or more simpler
component operations (e.g., primitive functions, discussed
below) that, when performed on the managed computer, pro-
duce the requested management action. As discussed above,
the agent software checks with the remote computer manage-
ment server on an ongoing basis to see whether the remote
computer management server has any management action(s)
for the agent software to perform. If the remote computer
management server has management action(s) for the agent
software to perform, then the remote computer management
server communicates one or more commands to the agent
software that effect performance of the management
action(s). In particular, the remote computer management
server communicates command(s) to perform the
operation(s) that comprise the management action(s) to be
performed on the managed computer. The invention can be
implemented so that a command communicated to agent soft-
ware can instruct the agent software to perform a aprimitive
function.@ A primitive function is a simple operation consti-
tuting a low-level interaction with a computer that accom-
plishes a single task. As indicated above, a management
action can be effected by performance of one or more primi-
tive functions. Table 1 gives examples of primitive functions
that can be performed by agent software in accordance with
invention (in general, the name of each primitive function
makes the operation of the primitive function self-explana-

tory):

TABLE 1
Primitive function Operation
Get Registry Value Read a value from the registry

Set Registry Value
Delete Registry Value

Get File

Write File

Delete File
Execute File

Get File properties

Write a value to the registry

Delete a value from the registry
Transmit a file to the remote computer
management server

Obtain a file from the remote computer
management server

Delete a file

Cause a file to begin executing on the
managed computer

Read properties of a file
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TABLE 1-continued

Primitive function

Operation

Check-in again immediately

Flash icon in system tray to display dialog
message

Rename Locked File

Display Yes/no dialog box message
Reboot

Audit software and/or hardware
configuration

Display dialog box message immediately
(w/o flashing icon)

Execute Shell Command

Determine if application is running
Get Event Log entries
Close application

Get value for script variable (file content,
directory path, etc. retrieved from agent
software)

Added printers to audit

Execute DLL function
Get File in multiple blocks

Enumerate registry subkeys
Enumerate registry values
Enumerate directory listing
Incremental audit (since last audit)

Execute application and return output
(non-windows application, command line
output)

Extend audit to include any file types, not
just .exe

Immediately check with the remote
computer management server for
instruction(s)

Produce appropriate display

Change the name of a locked file
Produce appropriate display

Restart the computer

Ascertain entire software and hardware
configuration of the computer
Immediately produce appropriate display

Perform an operation specified by a shell
command

Ascertain if a program is executing
Read entries from Event Log

Cause an application program to stop
operating

Read value of a script variable

Include printers in an audit of the software
and hardware configuration of the
computer

Make use of a function included in a DLL
Transmit a file to the remote computer
management server in multiple blocks
List the subkeys of the registry

List the values of the registry

List the contents of a directory

Ascertain changes in entire software and
hardware configuration of the computer
since last audit

Perform operations specified by a program
and obtain result of operations

Include all file types in an audit of the
software and hardware configuration of

14

the computer

The invention can be implemented so that after each opera-
tion is performed on the managed computer, the agent soft-
ware communicates with the remote computer management
server to report the performance of the operation and the
result, if any, of performing the operation, then waits for a
next command, if any, from the remote computer manage-
ment server. The server software is implemented to synthe-
size the result(s) of the operation(s) performed on the man-
aged computer (as communicated to the remote computer
management server by the agent software) to produce a result
of'a management action represented by the operation(s) per-
formed. Implementing the invention, as described above, so
that the agent software effects requested management of a
managed computer by successively executing relatively
simple operations (e.g., primitive functions) and reporting the
results to the remote computer management server enables
the agent software to be implemented in a manner that
requires few computational resources (e.g., data storage
capacity, processing resources) of the managed computer, so
that operation of the agent software on the managed computer
is unobtrusive.

As discussed above, updating software used to implement
(in whole or in part) a system for remote computer manage-
ment after the software is installed and operating may disrupt
operation of the remote computer management system, other
operation of computer(s) on which the remote computer man-
agement system is implemented, and/or activities of users of
the computer(s) on which the remote computer management
system is implemented. The invention can advantageously be
implemented so that the agent software can be updated in a
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manner that minimizes or eliminates disruption of operation
of'the invention on the managed computer, other operation of
the managed computer, or user interaction with the managed
computer. This can be achieved by transmitting from the
remote computer management server to the managed com-
puter (after installation of the agent software on the managed
computer) a dynamically loaded library (DLL) including one
or more sets of instructions and/or data that, when made use
of'by the agent software, produce functionality not enabled by
the agent software at the time the DLL is transmitted to the
managed computer; implementing the agent software to
include the capability of performing one of the above-de-
scribed primitive functions, aExecute DLL function,@ to
make use when needed of functionality provided by a DLL;
and transmitting from the remote computer management
server to the managed computer instruction(s) to make use of
particular functionality included in the newly provided DLL.
The agent software can be implemented to provide an inter-
face (function call definition) that can pass arbitrary com-
mands and data to a DLL for execution. For example, the
function call definition can include the number of parameters
to be passed (one of which identifies the DLL to be executed),
as well as a list of values of the parameters. More generally,
the invention can be implemented so that new functionality is
provided by any set of instructions and/or data that will not be
identified as a new executing process on the managed com-
puter. This approach to updating the agent software can be
used, for example, when it is desired to add new remote
computer management capabilities, such as, for instance,
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patch management or the ability to scan a LAN for devices
connected to a managed computer, to those already enabled
by the agent software.

The use of a DLL to update the functionality of the agent
software as described above is advantageous for several rea-
sons. First, the use of a DLL avoids the need to uninstall a
version of the agent software already installed on the man-
aged computer and install a new version of the agent software
including the updated functionality, or install an update
including the updated functionality to an existing version of
the agent software. The agent software already installed on
the managed computer can be used (with the DLL) to effect
the updated functionality without modification, thus avoiding
a disruptive installation or update process. Second, the use of
a DLL avoids the need to engage (and modify) the security
policy of the managed computer. Unlike, for example, the first
attempt to begin operation of a new stand-alone executable
file, making a first (or any) use of functionality included in a
DLL is not considered a new process by security software,
but, rather, part of a process that has already been authorized
(i.e., in this case, operation of the agent software), and there-
fore avoids the disruption that would result if security soft-
ware identified a new process, as discussed above. Further,
since the agent software can be installed as a system service,
any type of functionality (i.e., that requires any level of rights
on the managed computer, such as operations that interact
with the filesystem or the registry) can be added through
inclusion in a DLL without triggering a security warning on
the managed computer. Third, the use of a DLL enables great
flexibility in updating of agent software. Since the disruption
associated with other ways of updating agent software is not
present, there is no motivation to avoid making small changes
to the agent software, i.e., updates to agent software can be
made with as fine a granularity as desired. Fourth, the use of
a DLL can enable the amount of storage capacity required for
the instructions and/or data comprising the agent software to
be kept relatively small, since the invention can be imple-
mented so that each managed computer receives only DLLs
that are to be used on that managed computer.

Agent software can also be updated by installing a new
version of agent software or providing an update to an exist-
ing version of agent software that includes the capability of
performing one or more new primitive functions that could
not be performed by the previous version of agent software
installed on the managed computer. This approach can be
used, for example, when a change to the operating system of
the managed computer enables more or different primitive
functions to be performed by the managed computer. This
approach can also be used, for example, if a different operat-
ing system is used on a managed computer, e.g., the imple-
mentation of primitive functions for use on a managed com-
puter operating in accordance with a Windows operating
system can be different from that for primitive functions for
use on a managed computer operating in accordance with a
Unix operating system. In some embodiments of the inven-
tion, agent software can be updated by providing one or more
new stand-alone executable files that implement primitive
function(s).

FIG. 2 is a diagram of another embodiment of a network in
which remote computer management according to the inven-
tion can be used, illustrating another capability of the inven-
tion. In FIG. 2, as in FIG. 1, computers at various sites are
connected to the Internet. A remote computer management
server operates at site 201. A remote administrator uses a
computer at site 202 to effect management of a remote com-
puter by communicating request(s) for management action(s)
to the remote computer management server. Computers at site
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203 are connected to the Internet through a proxy server
which mediates access to the Internet by those computers. As
explained in more detail below, the invention can be imple-
mented to enable the remote administrator to effect remote
management of one or more of the computers at site 203,
notwithstanding the presence of the proxy server.

When a proxy server is present at a computer network site,
agent software operating on a managed computer at that site
cannot directly communicate with a remote computer man-
agement server (i.e., attempt to communicate via the commu-
nication port assigned for communication with the remote
computer management server), since all communication
from the managed computer must be routed to the communi-
cation port assigned for communication with the proxy
server. The invention can be implemented so that agent soft-
ware can detect the presence of a proxy server and modify
communication to the remote computer management server
accordingly (i.e., route such communication to the commu-
nication port assigned for communication with the proxy
server, with instructions to then send the communication to
the remote computer management server). The presence of a
proxy server can be detected by agent software using conven-
tional methods for detecting the presence of a proxy server as
known to those skilled in the art.

FIG. 3 is a diagram of another embodiment of a network in
which remote computer management according to the inven-
tion can be used, illustrating another capability of the inven-
tion. In FIG. 3, as in FIG. 1, computers at various sites are
connected to the Internet. A remote computer management
server operates at site 301. A remote administrator uses a
computer at site 302 to effect management of a remote com-
puter by communicating request(s) for management action(s)
to the remote computer management server. A computer at
site 303 is connected to the Internet through a firewall and a
gateway which mediate access to the Internet by the com-
puter. The computer at site 303 is also connected to a switch,
a router, a peripheral device and another computer. As
explained in more detail below, the invention can be imple-
mented to enable the remote administrator to enlist the com-
puter at site 303 to effect remote management of devices
connected to the computer: in particular, the agent software is
used as a proxy to effect requested management action(s)
regarding the connected devices.

In general, the invention can be implemented to enable use
of'a managed computer to effect management of any device
with which the managed computer can directly communicate
(i.e., without mediation by another entity, such as a firewall,
gateway and/or proxy server). Such device need not (and
typically will not) have agent software associated therewith
or be susceptible to direct communication from the remote
computer management server. For example, the invention can
advantageously be implemented to enable use of a managed
computer to effect management of any device that is part of'a
local area network (LLAN) of which the managed computer is
also part. The invention can also advantageously be imple-
mented to enable use of a managed computer to effect man-
agement of any device with which the managed computer can
communicate, but with which the remote computer manage-
ment server cannot communicate directly. For example, the
invention can be implemented to make use of the agent soft-
ware as a proxy for effecting management of the devices
illustrated in FIG. 3 that are connected to the managed com-
puter at site 303, i.e., switch, router, peripheral device (such
as, for example, a printer, scanner, keyboard or display moni-
tor) and another computer. It can readily be appreciated that
there are many other particular types of devices that can be
managed in accordance with this aspect of the invention.
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According to one embodiment of this aspect of the inven-
tion (i.e., use of agent software as a proxy to effect requested
management of device(s) connected to a managed computer),
the remote computer management server communicates a
command to the agent software instructing the agent software
to identify one or more devices connected to the managed
computer, e.g., the agent software is instructed to scan a LAN
of' which the managed computer is part to identify each other
device that is connected to the LAN. This can be done, for
example, by the agent software issuing a TCP/IP ARP com-
mand (commonly known as a aping@) to each IP address of
a LAN of which the managed computer is part, responses to
the apings@ identitying the IP address, MAC address, and
computer name (if available) of connected devices at those I[P
addresses. The agent software communicates with the remote
computer management server to indicate whether there are
any such connected devices and, if so, identify the device(s).
If it is desired to effect management of one of the connected
devices, the remote computer management server communi-
cates one or more commands to the agent software that pro-
duce the requested management action(s). In addition to
specifying operation(s) (e.g., primitive function(s), execution
of function(s) included in a DLL) to be performed to produce
the requested management action(s), the command(s) may
also identify a communication protocol that is to be used by
the agent software in communicating with the connected
device that is to be managed (the ability to communicate with
a connected device in accordance with a particular protocol
can be accomplished, for example, by providing a DLL to the
agent software that includes function(s) that enable such
capability). For example, communication between devices
connected via a LAN can occur in accordance with one of a
variety of communication protocols, e.g., SNMP, DMI/WMI,
ARP; each of these communication protocols can be used by
agent software in communicating with a device connected to
a managed computer to effect management action(s) regard-
ing the connected device. The protocol to be used in commu-
nicating with a connected device can be ascertained by the
remote computer management server from identification of
the connected device (e.g., computer name). The protocol to
be used in communicating with a connected device can also
be ascertained by successively attempting communication
formatted in accordance with a series of possible protocols
until communication in accordance with one of the protocols
is successful. The invention contemplates use of any commu-
nication protocol required or allowed by a connected device,
including protocols not yet developed (e.g., new communi-
cation protocols that may be necessary to enable communi-
cation with devices that will be developed in the future).

Implementing the invention to enable use of a managed
computer to effect management of any device connected to
the managed computer can be advantageous for several rea-
sons. The use of agent software as a proxy can eliminate the
need for the remote computer management server to negotiate
access to such other devices through one or more firewalls,
gateways and/or proxy servers at that network site (since that
has already been done in establishing communication
between the agent software and the remote computer man-
agement server), which makes it easier to effect management
of those devices. Additionally, the use of agent software as a
proxy may enable management of devices with which the
remote computer management server cannot otherwise com-
municate (e.g., a peripheral device connected to the managed
computer, such as a printer, scanner, keyboard or display
monitor).

The invention can be implemented so that communications
between the agent software and the remote computer man-
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agement server are secure. The invention can be implemented
so that the agent software must authenticate itself to the
remote computer management server to enable communica-
tion between the agent software and the remote computer
management server to occur. Additionally or alternatively, the
invention can be implemented so that communication
between the agent software and the remote computer man-
agement server is encrypted. The invention can be imple-
mented so that all security features (e.g., authentication algo-
rithm(s) and parameters, encryption algorithm(s) and
parameters) are embodied in software (i.e., one or more com-
puter programs and/or data structures, and/or part of one or
more computer programs and/or data structures). For
example, the invention can be implemented so that all secu-
rity features are part of the agent software and cannot be
accessed by a process other than the agent software. This can
be desirable to protect communication between the agent
software and the remote computer management server from
external attacks, e.g., to prevent another process from hijack-
ing the communication to produce unauthorized communica-
tions. The invention can be implemented so that the length of
an encryption key is established at the time of linking and
compiling the agent software and server software. This can be
desirable, for example, to prevent an external alteration to, or
attack on, the strength of the encryption algorithm.

FIG. 4 is a flow chart of a method in accordance with the
invention for providing secure and authenticated communi-
cation between agent software operating on a managed com-
puter and a remote computer management server. In step 401,
ausername and password is established for the agent software
on the managed computer. For example, the username and
password can be established as part of the installation of the
agent software on the managed computer. Any desired con-
straints can be placed on the username and password, e.g.
minimum and/or maximum number of characters, required
number of letters and/or numbers, prohibited characters. In a
particular implementation of the invention, each of the user-
name and password are restricted to a maximum and mini-
mum length (which helps ensure strong passwords). In step
402, the agent software initiates communication with the
remote computer management server by sending the agent
software=s username to the remote computer management
server. The username can be sent in plaintext or encoded. In
step 403, in response, the remote computer management
server sends a random number (e.g., a 256 bit random num-
ber) to the agent software. The random number can be sent in
plaintext or encoded. In step 404, the agent software performs
an XOR operation (e.g., a bit-wise XOR operation) on the
random number using the agent software=s password. In step
405, the agent software performs a hash operation on the
result obtained in step 404. Any appropriate algorithm can be
used to perform the hash operation; in one implementation of
the invention, the Secure Hash Algorithm-1 (SHA-1) algo-
rithm is used. In step 406, the hash value produced in step 405
is sent to the remote computer management server in plain-
text. In step 407, the remote computer management server
performs an XOR operation (e.g., a bit-wise XOR operation)
on the random number using the password for the agent
software that is known by the remote computer management
server (e.g., stored at the remote computer management
server). In step 408, the remote computer management server
performs a hash operation on the result obtained in step 407.
The same algorithm used in step 405 must be used to perform
the hash operation in step 408; thus, in an implementation of
the invention as discussed above with respect to step 405, the
SHA-1 algorithm is used to perform the hash operation of step
408. In step 409, the remote computer management server
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compares the hash value produced by the agent software (step
405) to the hash value produced by the remote computer
management server (step 408). If the values match, then the
agent software has been authenticated and communication
between the agent software and the remote computer man-
agement server is allowed to proceed in step 410qa. If not,
communication between the agent software and the remote
computer management server is not allowed, as shown in step
410b. Failed attempts at authentication can be logged by the
remote computer management server. If the agent software is
authenticated in step 409, then, in step 410a, each subsequent
communication between the agent software and the remote
computer management server can be encrypted. Any encryp-
tion algorithm can be used. In one implementation of the
invention, an n-bit RC4 algorithm is used (e.g., 128 bit, 256
bit). The encryption key can be determined in any appropriate
manner. For example, the first n bits of the hash value (deter-
minedin steps 405 and 408) can be used as the encryption key.

To enhance the security of communication between the
agent software and the remote computer management server,
the invention can be implemented so that a arolling key@ is
used in encrypting communications between the agent soft-
ware and remote computer management server, i.e., a new
encryption key is generated for each communication session
(each time that the agent software initiates communication
with the remote computer management server). Each new
encryption key can be generated in any appropriate manner.
For example, when the method described above with respect
to FIG. 4 is used to authenticate the agent software and
encrypt communications for each communication session
between the agent software and the remote computer man-
agement server, a new encryption key can be produced for
each communication session by updating (changing) the
agent software=s password at both the managed computer
and the remote computer management server after each com-
munication session has been completed. (As discussed above,
an encryption key can be extracted from the hash value, e.g,
the first n bits of the hash value, produced by performing a
hash operation on the result of an XOR operation performed
on a random number using the password.) Any appropriate
method can be used for updating the agent software=s pass-
word, so long as the same method is used by both the agent
software and the remote computer management server.

A communication session can include many communica-
tions between the managed computer and remote computer
management server. On occasion, acommunication session is
unintentionally interrupted, i.e., terminated before all com-
munications for that session have been completed. (As is well
known, this is a not uncommon occurrence during commu-
nication via a network, particularly when the network is large
and/or complex, that can occur for any of a variety of rea-
sons.) When the invention is implemented so that a arolling
key@ is used in encrypting communications between the
agent software and remote computer management server,
interruption of a communication session can cause the current
agent software password stored at the managed computer to
become different from the current agent software password
stored at the remote computer management server. This may
occur, for example, if one of the remote computer manage-
ment server and agent software concludes that the communi-
cation terminated normally, while the other does not (e.g., if
the network connection was lost at a particular point in time
that leads to this conclusion). In that case, the agent software
cannot authenticate itself to the remote computer manage-
ment server. If the agent software cannot be authenticated to
the remote computer management server, then the agent soft-
ware must be re-installed on the managed computer to re-
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initialize the agent software password (the agent software can
be implemented, for example, so that a unique initial pass-
word is associated with each copy of the agent software
operating on a particular managed computer). To reduce or
eliminate the need for this (and avoid the human intervention
that would be required to again make remote computer man-
agement available), the invention can be implemented so that
a specified number (e.g., 2, 3, 4) of the most recent agent
software passwords are stored by both the managed computer
and the remote computer management server. If authentica-
tion fails with the most recent passwords stored by the man-
aged computer and remote computer management server,
different combinations of the passwords stored by the man-
aged computer and remote computer management server are
successively tried until authentication occurs, or no more
combinations remain to be tried. In most cases, one of the sets
of passwords will match, so that the agent software can be
authenticated without need for re-installation of the agent
software.

FIG. 5 is a diagram of another embodiment of a network in
which remote computer management according to the inven-
tion can be used, illustrating another embodiment of remote
computer management in accordance with the invention. In
FIG. 5, as in FIGS. 1, 2 and 3, computers at various sites are
connected to the Internet. A remote computer management
server operates at site 501. A remote administrator uses a
computer at site 502 to effect management of a remote com-
puter by communicating request(s) for management action(s)
to the remote computer management server. A computer at
site 503 is connected to the Internet through a firewall which
controls access to the Internet by the computer. A amaster
server@ operates at site 504. The master server supplies the
remote computer management server at site 501 with the
server software and provides updates to the server software as
they occur (the master server can also provide the same ser-
vice for other remote computer management servers located
at other sites, not shown in FIG. 5).

The invention can be implemented, in whole or in part, by
one or more computer programs and/or data structures, or as
part of one or more computer programs and/or data structures,
including instruction(s) and/or data for accomplishing the
functions of the invention. The one or more computer pro-
grams and/or data structures can be implemented using soft-
ware and/or firmware that is stored and operates on appropri-
ate hardware (e.g., processor, volatile data storage apparatus
such as a memory, non-volatile data storage apparatus such as
ahard disk). Additionally, as well understood by those skilled
in the art in view of the description herein, the one or more
computer programs and/or data structures can effect use of
appropriate hardware to effect the functions of the invention
(e.g., processor; volatile and/or non-volatile data storage
apparatus, such as a memory and/or hard disk; network com-
munication apparatus). Those skilled in the art can readily
implement the invention using one or more computer pro-
grams and/or data structures in view of the description herein.
Further, those skilled in the art can readily appreciate how to
implement such computer program(s) and/or data structure(s)
to enable execution on any of a variety of computational
apparatus and/or using any of a variety of computational
platforms.

Various embodiments of the invention have been
described. The descriptions are intended to be illustrative, not
limiting. Thus, it will be apparent to one skilled in the art that
certain modifications may be made to the invention as
described herein without departing from the scope of the
claims set out below.
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We claim:

1. A method, comprising:

initiating, from a managed computer, communication

between the managed computer and a remote computer
management server;
formatting the communication to allow pass through to at
least one of a firewall and a gateway that mediates com-
munication with the managed computer by performing
formatting changes to the communication in accordance
with each of a plurality of different network communi-
cations protocols until one protocol version of the initial
communication is allowed to pass through the at least
one firewall or gateway of the managed computer,
wherein the formatting changes are initiated by an agent
application installed on the managed computer and
operated by the remote computer management server;

performing, by the agent application, a management com-
mand received from the remote computer management
server, the management command comprising instruc-
tions regarding at least one network communications
protocol that is used to communicate with at least one
device in communication with the managed computer;
and

utilizing the network communications protocol allowed to

pass to format subsequent communication between the
managed computer and the remote computer manage-
ment server during an ensuing communication session.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the network communi-
cations protocol allowed to pass is an HTTP protocol.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the network communi-
cations protocol allowed to pass is an HT'TPS protocol.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the network communi-
cations protocol allowed to pass is an FTP protocol.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the network communi-
cations protocol allowed to pass is a TCP/IP protocol.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the communication is
conducted over the Internet.

7. The method of claim 1, further comprising executing on
a recurring basis an initiating communication operation from
the managed computer.

8. The method of claim 1, further comprising executing at
aregular interval the initiating communication from the man-
aged computer.

9. The method of claim 8, wherein the regular interval is
one minute or less than one minute.

10. The method of claim 1, further comprising determin-
ing, prior to initiating communication between the managed
computer and the remote computer management server,
whether a connection is open to enable communication from
the managed computer, and if no connection is available then
communication between the managed computer and the
remote computer management server is not initiated.

11. The method of claim 1, further comprising routing all
communication between the managed computer and the
remote computer management server through a single net-
work communications port that is allowed by the at least one
of the firewall and the gateway of the managed computer for
other network communication.

12. The method of claim 1, further comprising authenticat-
ing the managed computer to the remote computer manage-
ment server.

13. The method of claim 1, further comprising encrypting
communication between the managed computer and the
remote computer management server.

14. The method of claim 1, wherein the encrypting com-
munication between the managed computer and the remote
computer management server further comprises generating a
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new encryption key each time that the managed computer
initiates communication with the remote computer manage-
ment server.

15. The method of claim 1, wherein encrypting communi-
cation between the managed computer and the remote com-
puter management server further comprises successively
comparing different combinations of a specified number of
the most recent encryption keys stored by the managed com-
puter and a specified number of the most recent encryption
keys stored by the remote computer management server.

16. The method of claim 1, comprising receiving a
response from the remote computer management server,
wherein the response indicates if at least one operation is
performed on at least one of the managed computer itself and
the device in communication with the managed computer.

17. A method, comprising:

initiating, from a managed computer, communication

between the managed computer and a remote computer
management server;

querying, if the remote computer management server has a

management action to be performed on the managed
computer, wherein the communication is formatted in
accordance with a network communications protocol
that can be used to format communication that is allowed
to pass through at least one of a firewall and a gateway
that mediates communication with the managed com-
puter;

performing formatting changes to the communication in

accordance with each of a plurality of different network
communications protocols until one protocol version of
the initial communication is allowed to pass through the
at least one of the firewall and the gateway of the man-
aged computer, wherein the formatting changes are ini-
tiated by an agent application installed on the managed
computer and operated by the remote computer manage-
ment server;

performing, by the agent application, a management com-

mand received from the remote computer management
server, the management command comprising instruc-
tions regarding at least one network communications
protocol that is used to communicate with at least one
device in communication with the managed computer;
and

utilizing the network communications protocol allowed to

pass to format subsequent communication between the
managed computer and the remote computer manage-
ment server during an ensuing communication session.

18. The method of claim 17, comprising receiving a
response from the remote computer management server,
wherein the response indicates if at least one operation is
performed on at least one of the managed computer itself and
the at least one device in communication with the managed
computer.

19. A system, comprising:

a remote computer management server; and

a managed computer that initiates communication with the

remote computer management server, wherein the com-
munication is formatted in accordance with a network
communications protocol that can be used to format
communication that is allowed to pass through at least
one of a firewall and a gateway that mediates communi-
cation with the managed computer, performs format
changes to the communication in accordance with each
of a plurality of different network communications pro-
tocols until one protocol version of the initial commu-
nication is allowed to pass through the at least one fire-
wall or gateway of the managed computer, wherein the
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format changes are initiated by an agent application
installed on the managed computer and operated by the
remote computer management server, and wherein the
agent application performs a management command
received from the remote computer management server, 5
the management command comprising instructions
regarding at least one network communications protocol
that is used to communicate with at least one device in
communication with the managed computer, the net-
work communications protocol allowed to pass being 10
further used to format subsequent communication
between the managed computer and the remote com-
puter management server during an ensuing communi-
cation session.

20. The system of claim 19, wherein the remote computer 15
management server sends a response that indicates if at least
one operation is performed on at least one of the managed
computer itself and the at least one device in communication
with the managed computer.
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